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THE CHANCES OF OUR OWN SUN'S EXPLODING
Once we had observed a star, apparently quite peaceful
and quite indistinguishable from billions of others, sud-
denly—within a few hours—burst into a terrific explosion,
the doubt inevitably crept into our minds: will our Sun
not play the same trick on us, today, tomorrow, or next
year? If, one fatal day, our Sun should choose to become a
nova, the earth (and all the other planets as well) would
instantly be turned into a thin gas; and it all would take
place so fast that nobody would even have time to realize
what had happened. Only the astronomers, if there are
any, on some distant planetary system of another star would
register the appearance of a new nova and would probably
begin the study of its spectrum. But before this unpleasant
experience overtakes us, if it ever does, it may be interest-
ing to speculate about the chances of its happening, to see
whether there is any possibility of predicting in advance
the date of the catastrophe.*
We must admit, to start with, that the a priori chances
of our Sun's becoming an ordinary nova once during its
total life period are fairly high. As a matter of fact, we have
seen that at least twenty stars of our stellar system explode
yearly. Since our universe is about 2 billion years old (see
Chapter XII), it follows that some 40 billion stars have
already exploded during this period (unless, which is rather
improbable, there is a certain preference for such explo-
sions in the present epoch). On the other hand, as we shall
see from the following chapters, our stellar system con-
tains only about 40 billion individual stars. Thus, we must
* Such a prediction would, of course, be of no practical use whatever
unless a method were found to detach our earth from the solar system and
send it travelling away long before the explosion.

